The Kmhmu' sound system 
and its orthographic representation in this dictionary 

Southern dialect: 

(Xieng Khouang. Hua Phanh. Luang Prabang, southeastern Udomsay, 
PhooQ Saly, Sayatxjiy, Bolikhamsay, Vientiane) 

initial consonants: 



stops 


Mabial 
labkMlwital 


alvMlar 


palaUl 


velar 


glottal 
pharyngeal 




pkeii 


im. 


IMQ 


rtmt 


irmt 


Uw 


pkM 


'"■■*i;^;! 


Lm 


pftM 


;:*:«*?::;: 


Uo 


Mo* 


^i::: -i*- ■ 


Ue 


aspirated 


[ph] 


m^: 


W 


[th] 


::«:■■■■■ 


m 


[ch] 


eh 


^ 


(kh] 


i6:|i:|i 


€\ 








voiceless 


[P] 


■■■^^^^'4 


d 


[t] 


'■■■■■t ■■; 


o 


[c] 


.;c '■■■ 


•9 


[k] 


:r:fc-::l 


7) 


P] 


l|^ ■ ■ 


8 


voiced 


[b] 


vb:;: 


V 


[d] 


4 


o 


D] 


1 


; 


Ig] 


iM 


» 








Nasals 
































voiceless 


[M] 


hm 


mil 


(N] 


hr» 


mu 


IN] 


hfl 


mu 


[M] 


hog 


mj 








voiced 


[m] 


m 


JLI 


In] 


n 


u 


[p] 


rt 


CJ 


[0] 


^;::ng;:::; 


p 








preglottsllzed 


['m] 


i'm:': 


u 


['n] 


"'%/■[ 


ij 




■ . 


- 


[1]] 


:::^:'ft|::::: 


? 








Continuants 
































voiceless 


[f] 


-■m 


ai 


[s] 


■ ■«:■■ 


•) 














[h] 


■■■ft- ■:; 


m 


voiceless 








[L] 


u 


ma 




















voiced 








P] 


i'i'l 


a 




















voiceless 








[R] 


hr 


ms 




















voiced 








[r] 


r 


s 




















Semivoweis 
































vofc^ 


[V] 


KhV-:. 


mo 








[Y] 


'^M 


mti 
















[V] 


?-vV:-:;: 


a 








ly] 


f-y;--: 


cJ 














pregloltallzed 




t0m 


6 








[-M 


::-^v,,. 


t) 















Note: tn this and the following tables phonetic script has phonetic braclcets [ ] and / or is msrked "phon**, the 
international KmhrnU alphabet is marked "InT , and the 1jk> script used for Kmhmu' in this dictionary is merited 



Final consonants: 





bilabial 
labio-dental 


alveolar 


palatal velar 


glottal 
pharyngeal 




phoii 


m 


Uo 


phoii 


m 


Ue 


pkon 


kit 


Uo 


pkOR 


Hit 


Uo 


pkOR 


Nit 


Uo 


stops 

(unreleased) 


[P] 


P 


V 


[t] 


t 


O 


[c] 


C 


*9 


[k] 


k 


r 


n 


t 


* 


Nasals 


[m] 


m 


jj 


[n] 


n 


U 


[P] 


fi 


& 


[Q] 


n^ 


P 








Continuants 


























[h] 


h 


m 










[1] 


1 


£) 




























[r] 


r 


S 




















Semivowels 








[w] 


V 


o 


[y] 


y 


V 














porta8(*aled 














[yh] 


yh 


vtn 















In the Lao script final glottal stops are integrated in the short final vowels 



Vowels 





front 


central 


back 


high closed 


[1] i x,x 


[4] w X, X 


[U] U X.X 


mid closed 


[e] e cx«, cxx. ex 


[8] e cx, cx 


[o] 6 ^x«,xx, ^x 


mid open 


[e] e axfef, axx, ax 


[a] 6 ax ax 


[O] exit*. XBX. 

xex, X 


low open 




[a] a x«, XX, x** 





Comparison of vowels and diphthongs in the Kmhmu' alphabets 



phonetic sign 
and Roman 
orthography 


Lao script symbols 


pnott0t$c liinm§Kfon9l 


short 
syllable final non-final 


long 

syllable final non-final 


[1] i 


X 


X 


X 


X 


[e] e 


iXB 


cxx 


ex 


iX 


[e] e 


axt; 


axx 


ax 


ax 


[*] w 


X 


X 


X 


X 


[a] e 


ex 


(X 


cx 


CX 


[A] e 


ax 


ax 


ax 


ax 


[a] a 


Xb 


XX 


XI 


x*» 


[u] u 


? 


? 


J 


X 


[0] 6 


\xe 


XX 


^x 


^x 


[0] 


CX1» 


X8X 


• 

X 


xex 


Diphthongs 










[ia]/[ic] ia 


CXtl 


y^y* 


CX€J 


Xjx 


[ia]/[ie] wa 


CX8 


U8X* 


cxe 


CX8X 


[ua]/[u£] ua 


XOb 


xox* 


xo 


XOX 


Irregular signs 










[am] am 
[aam] aam 


X»l 


- 


XI JJ 


- 


[aw] av 
[aaw] aav 


cxt 


- 


x*»o 


- 


[ay] ay 
[ayh] ayh 
[aay] aay 


^x 


"tXffl** 


x^v 


X*it»01** 


[oy] 6y 
[oyh] oyh 
[ooy] 66y 


Vkv 


^xtJtn 


\xv 





* only occurs with final -h ** no phonemic contrast t>etween long and short 

All Other vowels combine regularly with final consonants and semi-vowels -v -o, -y 
-D. In the Lao alphabet initial vowels have to be written using 8 as a supporting consonant, 
commonly interpreted as an initial glottal stop. 
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Kmhnnu' sounds not occunring in Lao for which the Lao script 
has been modified in order to fit the Kmhmu' phonology. 

Kmhmu' has a number of sounds that are not found in the Lao language used 
today.'' We have tried to represent these sounds with Lao symbols that are pronounced 
close to the sound that needs to be produced, so that the Kmhmu* people can switch to 
reading their own language without much explanation, if they can already read Lao. 



Initial consonants 



phonetic 

sign and 

Roman 

orthography 


chosen 

Lao 
symbol 


example 


translation 


[ch] ch 


^ 


[chaarj] 


^•»!l 


gray monkey 


U] J 


J 


Oai]] 


J!) 


fence 


[g] 9 


i^ 


[gaaQ] 


jvi5 


house 


[r] r 


s 


[rooy] 


zev 


fly 


[M] hm 


S1JLJ 


[Maar] 


muns 


salt 


[N] hn 


OIU 


[Nooi]] 


mve^ 


still 


[N] hn 


mv 


INip] 


ffiSu 


to catch 


m hng 


015 


[No-?] 


tmji*^ 


uncooked rice 


[R] hr 


mz 


[Raao] 


oisn^ 


teeth 


[V] hv 


mo 


[Va^] 


mo» 


monkey 


pm] 'm 


n 


pmoon] 


lieu 


place 


pn] 'n 


X} 


rne] 


aij 


also 


[N] V 


6 


r^vaay] 


O'W 


to pass across 


M V 


e) 


I^ao] 


a? 


backbasket 



''According to reconstructions of old Lao, some of them formerly existed in l-ao bU today have disappeared. 
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i-inai consonants 



phonetic 

sign and 

Roman 

orthography 


chosen 

l-ao 
symbol 


example 


translation 


t-c] 


s 


rMuuc] 




ants 


l-rl fi 


& 


[taaji] 


CTI» 


to weave (baskets) 


H] 1 


» 


[kaat] 


TT)a 


before 


l-r] r 


s 


[mar] 


JJS 


snake 


[.h] h 


m 


[mah] 


vm 


to eat, /rice 


[-yh] yh 


CJOl 


[byh] 


Sevm 


to sew 



Vowels 



[A] § 


ax, ax 


[VAAr] 


aos 


weeding tool 



Consonant clusters 

Kmhmu' has a few initial consonant clusters of stops combined with the 
continuants [I] or [r] and with [w]. Some of these are supposed to have existed also in Lao 
but have now disappeared and are not written any more . In Kmhmu* clusters have to be 
written because of contrast, e.g. [pluQ] plung do^ "pus", but [puQ] pung U5 "to blow the 
flute" 



phonetic 

sign and 

Roman 

orthography 


chosen 

Lao 
symbol 


example 


translation 


[pl] Pl 


da 


[plOOQ] 


tfa©5 


calf 


[bl] bl 


US) 


[bboQ] 


uae^ 


rattan 


[kl] kl 


ns) 


[klaaQ] 


31»*)5 


eagle 


[gi] 91 


»Q 


[glaaQ] 


n«*)5 


stone 


[phr] phr 


UJS 


[phrook] 


UJSSTl 


squirrel 


[thr] thr 


tns 


[thrial] 


cznsasd 


peacock 
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[chr]/ chr 
[sr] sr 


as 


[chruat] 
/[sruat] 


^soo 
asoci 


morning 


[khr] khr 


CIS 


[khruk] 


fi^n 


to fall 


[br] br 


us 


[bri^] 


LIS 


forest 


[dr] dr 


OS 


[druup] 


os» 


termite 


Ur] jr 


js 


Drooy] 


JS8€J 


mortar 


[gr] gr 


3^ 


[gr*p] 


»SU 


to grab 


[khw] khv 


CIO 


[khween] 


aciou 


improved (heatti) 


[kw] kv 


no 


[kwaay] 


DOIti 


tuber 


[gw] gv 


no 


[gweeo] 


03^5 


beam (wood) 



The clusters are kept together as units. Therefore the preceding Lao vowels are 
written before the whole cluster. Lao readers who are completely unfamiliar with the 
Kmhmu' language may at first have a problem reading words such as [pl^''] pl6' cUs>» 
"fruit", reading them as [pela'?]. However there are no words in Kmhmu' that have such a 
pronunciation, nor are there any bisyllabic words written with vowels other than x in their 
presyllable. A confusion is therefore not likely for Kmhmu* speakers, or anybody reading 
Kmhmu' on a regular bases. 

In the case of vowels with a preceding element and a supra segment, the supra 
segment is always written on the second member of the cluster: [bliar] biwar cuaes "raw 
(meat, vegetables)" 

Syllables and words 

Kmhmu' words have in general one stressed syllable e.g. closed: [muh] muh jjm, 
"nose", or open: [me] me tju "you masculine'*. A stressed main syllable may be preceded 
by one or two unstressed presyllables, e.g. open: [sko*^] sko* aciin» 'Vvet", closed: [hrto*?] 
hrio' mscaib 'Vvord", ''a bite" , [pn-hQko'^] pn-hngko' Oum^^nw "to dress somebody" . There 
are also words made up of a sequence of two rhyming words, e.g. [tleo-teo] tl6ng-teng 
oaS5-ao5 '^dragonfly", or a combination of two words, e.g. [tloom luyh] tloom tuyh ooeu 
ovm 'lungs" 



Note 

In order to make the reading of presyllables and consonant clusters easier in the 
Lao script, we have written the open presyllables without a vowel, e.g. [sko*?] sko' sc3t»« 
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'Vvet", but inserted the vowel x that is most frequently used in this position in the closed 
presyllables e.g. [firloQ] ecl^ng SsS^ "door** This is not entirely satisfactory to the Kmhmu' 
language intuition, because in reality there is often vowel harmony between the presyllable 
and the main syllable, with the main syllable dictating the rhyming. For reasons of 
simplicity only the vowel sign x is used to represent the weak and unstressed helping 
vowels of the presyllables. This helps in the reading of Kmhmu' words written in the Lao 
schpt, so that consonant clusters, and presyllables can be held apart properly.^ 



How to pronounce Kmhmu* words the northern way, 

using the transcription of this dictionary 

For the benefit of readers that would like to consult this dictionary txjt need to 
pronounce the words in the phonological pattern of the northern Kmhmu' dialects spoken in 
Western Udomsay. Bokeo, and Namtha, we will give here the main differences in simple 
terms. 

Northern Kmhmu* has two syllable tones. TTiese take the place of the differentiation 
between voiced and unvoiced stops or nasals, etc. in the southern Kmhmu'. 

It is easiest to think of this difference in tenms of two registers which in the southern 
dialect group are manifested as a voiced / voiceless contrast, and in the northern dialect 
group as higher / lower pitch (tone) contrast. In reading, therefore.. all the voiced stops will 
have to be pronounced as unvoiced, but they indicate to the reader that the syllable has 
low pitch or tone, e.g. gaang »i^ = [kaaq ^] "house". On the other harKi, voiceless nasals 
or continuants and semivowels will need to be pronounced with voicing, but they indicate to 
the reader that the syllable has high pitch or tone. e.g. hia' ina» = pa^?i'] '*tear. 
Preglottalized nasals sometimes (always, in the case of Lao loarv-words). will have to be 
pronounced as implosive. voiced stops, 'm - [6] 'n - [d ] and the word will have higher 
pitch or tone as well. 



Kmhmu' 
orthography 


southwn 
pronunciation 


northern 
pronuneiation 


•xampie 


transiation 


Stops 












P tJ 


[p] 


[p] high 


paang 


U.3 


to open 


t o 


[tl 


[t] high 


t66ng 


an^ 


to do 


c s 


[c] 


[c] high 


cjik 




astringent 


k r 


fkl 


[Ic] high 


kam 


r»i 


arrow 


^■wb.:.:-./.tJ : 


:'...;:.-:::»P::y 


M:mmm. .d 


■■ ^»mm 


^^- -^lir-,": 


"mlyki 


:v... .d, ■, '-:::m. ] 


:,.;, .. .vWI-:-:-::,;. 


;::::,: ::S#-;toW.:.:: .■:■::; 


Is; .ymem:.-'l 


' ■^■■^■■■■■■pm ^-i 


lMS*i 


: -^'J , .- .,- '■% . 


;;.V..-,:-.,fi5:::;..:V :■:,:: 


-/:■Mi^^(OW^■■ :: . 


::.-7:,-M-S ::,:>::: 


^ ..*€a 


mim$/mmu 


.■,.:tf\v.v-, :.;»■■■...:: 


\.^--::ms^:M 


:.^l::';:;tilQ*:.;:-:- 


t":jmm\-/-^ 


m^-miSn 


mmmt-:- :\^ 
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Kmhmu' 
orthography 


southern 


northarn 

|»r*n<fn«i«tlon 


•xampis 


translation 


Nasals 












hm oiju 


[M] 


[m] high 


hmaar 


triju-ts 


salt 


hn oiu 


[N] 


[m] high 


hnoong 


tnu©5 


still 


hfS mn 


IN] 


[plhigh 


hf^ip 


ffiSu 


to catch 


hng m^ 


[N] 


[I]] high 


hngo' 


cm5*»w 


uncooked 
rice 


fiM::::-:::^^^ 


;-;:--^v^:irti]-::s:f:- 


B:mm'::-i 


:-^:^--;i;>-:r^- 


.::::J«^^ 


wm^:y-:-s 


l-r'n;-::' ■■':" 


:-:^ ;ir:r;:. i 


::::':/M:l0W::,.. :::: 


..■-:;-.:..■ M:/ ■ 


■■:o;:;^1ii-":^::::-.::; 


mm:m-.mi 


i..■:n■....:.:,■..€J,:...■ 


:..v:..:,;;ipi „.,,:,: 


b^M/W : 


Mr 


. :-y*fc::::--- 


iiiB::::;i:iii 


i::"ng" ■":.;■■ 5V,:: 


^.::.m -■^ 


iifew 


r^^ 


'■'m^^mm 


^mm-:^^-.M 


Continuants 












hr tns 


[R] 


[r] high 


hraang 


aisn^ 


teeth 


hv mo 


[V] 


[V] high 


hva' 


OlOb 


monkey 


pre- 
glottalization 












'm li 


['m] 


[6] high 

implosive 


'moon 


JJ8U 


place 


'n V 


rn] 


Id] high 

implosive 


•n6 


aij 


also 


'v d 


[•^v] 


- 


Vaay* 


diEj 


to pass 
across 


'y cJ 


[^] 


-/[y] 


•yang* 


8j 


t>ackt>asket 



These words have very different northern variants, no regular conversion seems possible with V and 'y. 



The aspirated clusters phr, thr, chr, and khr are pronounced unaspirated in the 
north, thr = tr, eg. thraak wsnn "buffalo" is pronounced [traak] 



Kmhmu' 
orthography 


southern 
pronunciation 


northern 
pronunciation 


example 


translation 


phr ajs 


[phr] 


[pr] 


phrook 


ajsar 


squirrel 


thr mz 


[thr] 


[tr] 


thraak 


wsnn 


buffalo 


chr/sr ^s/s5s 


[chr/sr] 


[sr] 


chruat/sruat 


^soo 


morning 


khr lis 


[Ichr] 


[kr] 


khmak 


nson 


tadpole 
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other differences 

Final -h occurs very rarely in northern Kmhmu' dialects, so this has to be 
converted into final -s, e.g. tih am will become [tis] "mushroom. Southern words ending in 
-yh need to be changed by lengthening of the syllable vowel replacement of -yh by final 
-s, e.g. loyh aeejwi "tosew" will become [bos] in northern Kmhmu'. 

For many words conversion is straightforward but for others there is a difference in 
vocabulary and even a difference in use of the very same words, cngaar [cQaar], for 
example means "yellow" in the southern dialects and "green" in the northern ones. 

Therefore, one cannot overemphasize the importance of consulting the older local 
Kmhmu' people to verify with them the proper usage of words, or their local variants. 

We recommend that people leaming the northern dialect of Upper Nam Tha refer to 
the forthcoming dictionary of that dialect which gives an accurate phonemic transcription 
along with translations into English and Lao. 
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